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Wearing Two (or more) Hats:
Children's Book Author and
Professor of Philosophy
An Interview with Claudia Mills
BY LINDA

A

M. pAVONETTI

s a person who barely manages one career, I am fascinated by people who not
only juggle two professional lives-but do it with panache.

My notion of "children's author" and "university professor" are about as far
apart as Detroit and the Upper Peninsula. I do know that some professors write
children's books; for instance, I admire the work of Janet Hickman, a professor
at Ohio State. I have heard Donna Jo Napoli and Julius Lester speak also, and
I know that they have written fantastic books and concurrently hold university
positions. Therefore, when I interviewed Claudia Mills, I knew there was precedent for doing these two jobs well, but I didn't know how much I would enjoy
hearing her story.
I first recognized Claudia Mills 's authorial talent in her finely drawn character Julius
Mills
Zimmerman, star of You 're a Brave Man, Julius Zimmerman (1999). As I read, I
recalled the day my oldest son (also a middle-school student) babysat for a toddler:
Both Nick and Julius worried about changing diapers; Both almost collapsed of exhaustion after only 10 minutes;
Both almost died of embarrassment when their peers learned of their summer job. I still blush for Julius as he
realizes a lovely young lady is watching-and laughing at him-from the other side of the fence. "If babysitting ...
was bad, worse was babysitting ... in front of an audience" (1999, p. 23).

Julius, Dynamite Dinah, and Mills 's other middle school characters are awkward, shy, egocentric, brash, and
vulnerable-all at once. Reviewers have praised Mills's characters and compared them to "Lois Lowry's Anastasia
and Phyllis Reynolds Naylor's Alice" (as cited in Hile, 1997, p. 146). High praise indeed.
By getting to know Claudia Mills and her many-faceted characters a little better, I have been able to put a face on a
talented author who also happens to also teach philosophy. I hope you will enjoy getting to know her as well.
LMP: When did you begin writing?
CM: I wrote all the time as a child, encouraged by my mother and my teachers: poems, fantasy stories, and
two autobiographical novels during my eighth-grade year. My first real publication came when I won a first prize
in Junior Scholastic Magazine's national writing contest when I was a freshman in high school. I began writing
for children professionally in my mid-twenties.
LMP: As a child, did you ever envision writing as a career?
CM:

It was the only career I envisioned! Well, except for being a model orphanage director (inspired by my
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love of children's books starring orphans) or president of the United States. But writing was the only career I
seriously imagined for myself.
LMP: How difficult was it to get your first book published?
CM: My route to publication took a different twist, because I worked in the publishing industry in the late
1970s, as an editorial secretary at Four Winds Press, which was at that time the hardcover trade division of
Scholastic. I yearned to write and be published myself, and I spent my 50-mile commute back and forth from
New York to Princeton, New Jersey, writing picture book manuscripts which were all being rejected by various
New York publishers, with the usual uninformative proforma rejection slip. So I hit upon the idea of submitting
one of my own manuscripts to Four Winds Press, under a pseudonym, so I could watch the process of its review
first hand and perhaps gain some insights. I was so excited when my manuscript arrived in the morning's mail
and I actually saw my supervising editor, Barbara Lalicki, take it into her office to read! Surely she would come
bursting out of her office any minute to tell me she had just discovered the manuscript she had been awaiting for
her entire career! But instead, she came out of her office and asked me to type a rejection letter-to myself! This
was discouraging, but I didn't give up and sent her a second manuscript (for which I also typed a rejection letter
to myself), and then a third.
On the third try, Barbara saw more promise in the story and asked me, as her assistant, to write a critique-a critique of my own book. This I did, surprising myself by seeing for the first time several serious faults in the story,
while also continuing to appreciate its many strengths! So the critique I wrote for Barbara ended up being honest
and balanced, with many suggestions for needed revisions. Barbara wrote a letter to the author (me), which her
secretary (me) typed (to myself), enclosing the report that her assistant (me) had written (about myself). She
said that if the manuscript were revised according to the suggestions in the report,
she'd like to see it again and consider it for publication. Well, I took all the advice I
had given myself, and Four Winds Press did end up publishing my book, now grown
into a middle-grade novel, under the title At the Back of the Woods, though a second
novel, Luisa s American Dream, actually ended up being published first. It was lucky
for me that Barbara Lalicki had a good sense of humor when I finally revealed to her
my identity.

---

LMP:
writing?

Writing is commonly taught as a process. How do you approach your

CM:
I spent a lot of time before I begin writing simply brainstorming ideas,
lying on the couch, a mug of hot chocolate beside me, with my clipboard and pad
of paper on my knees. I usually start with some real-life experience, drawn either
from my own extremely vivid childhood memories or from problems or challenges
faced by my two boys, now aged 11 and 14. Then I scribble down notes for how
this experience can be turned into a book: into a plot with lively and funny scenes,
and attendant subplots, starring varied and interesting characters who take some
small step forward, in the course of the story, toward growing up. When I actually begin to write, I write long
hand, always using my favorite narrow-ruled white pads and Pilot Razor-Point fine-tipped black marker pens.
I only have a short time to write each day because of my full-time job teaching at the University of Colorado
and my responsibilities to my family. So I write for perhaps an hour in the early morning, generating on average a page a day. Not much-but it adds up! As I complete each chapter, I type it into the computer and print
it out to share with my six-member Boulder writing group, which meets every other Monday evening. Their
critical commentary is invaluable; they usually read a novel manuscript of mine twice, once chapter by chap-
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ter, and once when the entire (revised) manuscript is complete; they might read one of my 1000-word Gus and
Grandpa manuscripts five or six times before pronouncing it ready to send off. And then I also revise each
book extensively for my wonderfully insightful editor, Beverly Reingold, at Farrar Straus Giroux. Beverly and
I have been together since the very beginning; she was one of the editors I worked for at Four Winds Press,
and she was the one who ended up editing my first book, as well as the one I had originally submitted under
the pseudonym to Barbara. You might think that after 3 5 books I'd know better, but I still send each book off
to her thinking, "This time there's NOTHING she can find! Nothing at all!" Then each time she calls me with
extensive critical comments about the book. Each time I despair and sulk for several months, and then each
time I sit down to take care of the revisions in a matter of weeks, producing a manuscript infinitely better than
what I had before. That is my process!
LMP: My favorite of your books is You 're a Brave Man, Julius Zimmerman. I have shared that with so
many kids and teachers. Can you tell us how you came to write this book?
CM: I had already published Losers, Inc., in which Julius appears as the hapless
best friend and fellow loser to its protagonist, Ethan Winfield. One reviewer of
Losers, Inc., was generous enough to suggest that Julius deserved his own book, so I
was off and running. Ethan had viewed himself as a loser, in comparison to his much
more successful older brother; I decided to locate Julius's sense of himself as a loser
in his somewhat problematic relationship with his mother, who can't help being
disappointed that her only child isn't a stronger student or more avid reader-issues
I had faced in mothering my own older son. So during the summer after Julius's
sixth-grade year, she signs him up for both a summer French class and a summer
job babysitting for little Edison Blue-based in part on my younger son, who had
his difficult moments during his toddler years. Julius's French teacher was based on
my eighth-grade French teacher, whom we unkindly nicknamed "the Cow," greeting
her each morning with "Bonjour, Moo-dame," and 'How now, Frau Cow." I think
this novel went through more revisions than any of my other books, as I struggled to
make Julius's mother both a sympathetic character and someone who needs to grow
to appreciate her really terrific kid just the way he is. The series continues with Lizzie
at Last and my most recent novel, Alex Ryan, Stop That!
LMP: Do you keep a journal for your ideas?
CM: I just started keeping one. My previous system was to have sheets of paper torn from my writing pads all
over the place.
LMP: You mention that your mother encouraged your writing. Did you have other mentors?
CM: I had some wonderful teachers: particularly my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Orenstein; my eighth-grade
English teacher, Mrs. Nix; and my ninth-grade English teacher, Mrs. McQuown (now in her 90s, with whom I
still correspond). They gave me the perfect mix of criticism and encouragement. While criticism is crucial for
advanced writers, I think encouragement is most important for emerging writers. They gave me both.
LMP: In your opinion, what role does reading play in becoming a successful writer?
CM: It certainly was everything for me. I have one sister, 12 months younger than I am, and we spent our
entire childhood reading. The public library back then would only allow you to check out four books at a time,
and all summer long we would walk to the library every 2 days, check out our four books, read them, and 2
days later return to check out four more. Now I'm lucky that my sister is married to a man who works in a used
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bookstore and deals in used books on the Internet. Every year for Christmas I know I'll open my present from
them and find a cherished childhood favorite.
LMP: You have 35 published books for children with 5 more in the pipeline. When do you have time for
teaching and taking care of your family-much less yourself?

GUS and
GRANDPA
*
Claudia Mills

Pictures by Catherine Stock

CM: Well, my hour-a-day writing routine allows me to get most of my real
writing work done before seven in the morning, which leaves me the rest of the
day to devote to my other career and to my family. An hour-a-day, page-a-day
doesn't sound like much, but it definitely adds up. At my job at the university
I've become very good at targeting my efforts where I think they yield the
most fruit. I lavish time on my students, meeting with each one individually
for a personal conference before the first paper-but I play hooky during some
exceedingly dull late-afternoon colloquium talks and sneak home to drive my
boys to their music lessons-and while they're at their lessons I sit in a delightful cafe and read! I'm also good at the pleasantest sort of multi-tasking: taking
long walks with a friend, so I can exercise and socialize at the same time; spending lazy Sunday afternoons with my boys at Grandpa's, where I can give myself
credit for being a good mother and a good daughter-in-law and gather material
for future Gus and Grandpa books-as well as giving myself the enormous treat
of being in Grandpa's inimitable company.

LMP: Do you do all the things children's authors do? Make appearances at conferences and bookstores?
Visit schools?
CM: I try to do as much as I can. I teach on a Monday-Wednesday-Friday schedule at the university, so I can
do school visits locally on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I travel to book-related conferences or festivals once or
twice a semester, making up the time at the university in other ways. I love to spend time with children, teachers,
librarians, and fellow writers.
LMP: In reading your biography, I discovered you really enjoyed creating fantasy when you were a child.
Do you plan to write fantasy stories some day?
CM: I don't think so. As an adult, I now find real life so astonishing that I don't feel the need to explore other
imaginary worlds. I might write a book, however, that explores a real child's fantasy life. I find myself drawn
to books like Janet Taylor Lisle's Afternoon of the Elves, which shows the role that fantasy can play in allowing
children to survive some of the hard things in their real lives.
LMP: What do you think about the Harry Potter books and the censorship controversies they have
precipitated?
CM:
I did enjoy the first four Harry Potters-the length of the fifth one is a bit daunting, though of
course my 11-year-old tore through it in a matter of days. I think the books have positive messages for
children; I've been surprised at the criticism they've received from the religious right. The minister of my
own church is a huge Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings fan and has preached appreciative sermons on both
books.
LMP: How do your philosophy department colleagues view your professional writing career?
CM: They either ignore it or support it-I've received no negative reaction at all. I think philosophers are
expected to have some sort of eccentric hobby, and this is mine!
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LMP: How do your sons handle your writing career? Do they complain when they see themselves in your
books?
CM: They're mainly proud of me. They do see themselves and their wonderful relationship with Grandpa
featured in the Gus and Grandpa books, which has been a lot of fun for them. In my middle-grade books, while
I draw on real-life experiences, these are always so transformed before they reach the page as to be unrecognizable. And they spend more time reading Harry Potter and Lemony Snickett than they spend reading books by
their own mother!
LMP: What authors influenced you as a child?
CM: My favorite author then, and now, is Maud Hart Lovelace, creator of the Betsy-Tacy books. I think the
finest novel in the English language is Betsy and Tacy Go Downtown (1943)-oh, that scene where Betsy visits
the new Carnegie library for the first time! I also loved Anne of Green Gables ( 1908) by L. M. Montgomery, and
A Little Princess (1905) and The Secret Garden (1911) by Frances Hodgson Burnett, as well as all the "Shoes"
books by Noel Streatfeild, and the Moffat books and The Hundred Dresses (1944) by Eleanor Estes.
LMP: As a writer, teacher, former editor and librarian, what book or books do you think no child should
miss reading or hearing? In other word, what books are on your "A list"?
CM: I still love all the ones I just mentioned. It breaks my heart when I go to schools and children have never
heard of the Betsy-Tacy books. I want to stop my presentation then and there and start reading aloud to them
from any of the Betsy-Tacy books! In recent years, my two very favorite children's books have been The Moorchild (1996) by Eloise McGraw and The Changeling (1970) by Zilpha Keatley Snyder, both similar in theme,
though one is a fantasy and the other is a realistic novel.
LMP: What is the one thing you'd like to say to the young people who read your books?
CM: Life is hard, but it's funny and wonderful, too, and books that show you both how hard and how funny
life is can keep you company along the way.
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